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Citizen Diplomacy:

How You Can Become a Global Leader

Sherry L. MUELLER, Ph.D.
President Emeritus, National Council for International Visitors
Adjunct Professor, School of International Service, American University

Citizen diplomacy is the concept that, in a vibrant democracy,
the individual has the responsibility to shape foreign relations, as
NCIV members express it, “one handshake at a time.” As we go
about our daily activities, we each have opportunities to engage
in citizen diplomacy. We join organizations, such as Friendship
Force International, and participate in international exchange
programs designed to be educational—to teach us about cultural
differences, but, more importantly, to enable us to appreciate our
common human aspirations. Whether as an exchange program
participant, tourist or teacher, scientist or celebrity, NGO leader
or business representative, our actions—how we treat our visitors
from abroad and each other—shape others’ opinions of our
nation and its people. These opinions affect their willingness to
cooperate with us—to buy our products, to study or vacation
in our country, to join in tackling global problems. And most
problems we tackle are global—well beyond the capacity of any
one nation to solve.

This is the centennial of the birth of Peter Drucker whose
seminal books on management were translated into more than
30 languages, including Japanese. He wrote: “The knowledge
society has to be a society of three sectors: a public sector, that
is, government; a private sector, that is, business; and a social
sector.” He referred to NGOs as the ‘social sector’ and spent the
last years of his life working hard to strengthen this social sector.
At a conference I once heard Peter Drucker say that participating
in the work of an NGO is as important to the volunteer providing
the service as it is to the person receiving the service. There is a
basic human need to be part of and to help build community.
What makes an NGO successful?

Last month I was invited to join the board of One to World,
an NGO based in New York City. Its mission is to integrate the
foreign student population into the New York community. The
questions I asked the Chair of the Board and the CEO highlight
the leadership habits of successful NGO leaders. Embracing
these habits is how you become a global leader.

1. What is your mission? Above all focus on your purpose. Is it

= —ory

y / Y ' e

clear? What are you trying to change? Is your mission statement
on the back of your business card, on each agenda for a board
meeting, on each conference program? What is your “elevator
pitch”? Good leaders write and speak in a compelling way. They
focus on the mission first.

2. How does your fiscal management system operate? How many
sets of eyes review every financial transaction? In the United
States, if NGOs get in trouble, it is usually because they have
careless accountants. They forget that “budget is policy.”

3. How involved is your board? The board chair and CEO is the
engine that drives a nonprofit organization. Board involvement
is critical. Members of the board have the ultimate fiduciary
responsibility for the organization as well as the duty to hire,
evaluate the performance of, and, if need be, fire the CEO.

4. What learning opportunities do you provide your staff? Do you
help people grow? Accomplished leaders nurture staff. To get
the most from your staff, especially volunteers— help them see
the context in which they work — why their work is important.
Emphasize building a team — having the right mix of skills and
expertise. Give them opportunities to learn and grow.

5. Leadership and ownership: Once a Spanish NGO leader asked
me “What is the difference between leadership and ownership?”
I responded: Real leadership is giving ownership to the
maximum number of people. For example, at NCIV conferences
many people have active roles—introducing speakers, presenting
gifts, escorting Ambassadors at our annual Luncheon with the
Ambassadors. They know they are making a contribution.

6. Giving attention to the difficult tasks first. Analyze the ways
you use your time. It is tempting to do the easy things first and
cross them off your list. Somehow you have to do the difficult
things first. Create a “to do” list that sets priorities—that has you
doing the hardest tasks first.

7. Building Strategic Alliances/Partnerships: Peter Drucker once
said: “Partner or die.” He believed partnerships are needed for
the survival of the NGO sector. Taking an inventory of your

partnerships is a useful way to do strategic planning. Decide
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which are the most important—what new partnerships you
should seek, and which you should abandon.

8. Finding the courage to take risks. Some of us work in risk
adverse environments. The margin between success and failure
is narrow. I helped to found an alumni association and learned
that “Three calls, five emails, and two meetings” may be the

difference between survival and extinction.

Advice for building a career in international affairs

I am keenly aware that career advice can be culturally specific
but in this era of globalization some of it is universal. It is likely
that you will apply for a job overseas or at an organization where
your employer is from another country. Please permit me to ask
you several questions.

1. What is your cause? Another way to ask this: “What is your
calling?” My pastor describes a “calling” as that place where
your greatest passion and the world’s greatest need intersect.
What do you wish to change? I always encourage young people
to identify their cause and then to apply to work in organizations
whose missions match their cause.

2. Have you developed your networking skills? Networking
is building a circle of people who know you, appreciate your
talents, and want to help you—and vice versa. At events, such as
receptions, how well do you “work the room”, or turn strangers
into colleagues who may be helpful. I always encourage young
people to have longer conversations with fewer people.

One key aspect of networking is to remember you are always
“on.” The moment that determines whether you get a particular
job is not always when you think. For example, several summers
ago I was driving with Frank, one of the NCIV interns I had
not gotten to know yet. There was a traffic jam and we had a
long philosophical conversation about his experience teaching
abroad—the qualities one needs for a successful international
career. Later there was a job opening on staff. Frank interviewed
for it and got it. But he actually got the job in my car when we
had that far-reaching discussion and I began to appreciate his
intelligence, communication skills, and analytical ability.

3. Who are your mentors? A mentor is someone, usually an older,
more accomplished colleague, who takes a genuine interest in
your career. I’ve been fortunate to have several over the years.
Bill Olson, former Dean of AU’s School of International Service
was my mentor. He served as a sounding board, reviewed my
resume, and wrote recommendations. He asked: “Would you like
to write a chapter for my next book? What boards would you like
to be on?”

4. What are the building blocks on your resume? What
experiences demonstrate that you were successful in a rigorous
screening process or were effective operating in a foreign
environment? As an employer I always looked for “building
block” experiences on resumes—study abroad, experience
as a Peace Corps volunteer, JET program participant, Rotary

Ambassador, volunteer in an international office at a university,

work in a Congressional office. These were the kind of building
blocks that suggested these young people had experiences that

would benefit my organization.

Some practical tips: Whether you are promoting your
organization or your own career.

1. As noted earlier, at events, it is better to have more substantive
conversations with fewer people than fleeting discussions with
many. So many people target the guest of honor or the most
prominent person present. It can be more useful to focus on the
spouse of the Ambassador, or aide of the Senator.

2. Record-keeping: When you acquire a business card of
someone you hope will be part of your network, write down
the date and place you met on the back of the card or in your
electronic database. Note something that person said. This
information can be invaluable later if you ever write a cover
letter to this person.

3. If you want someone to know about your organization,
invite him or her to speak. A speaker takes time to learn about
the audience. On a personal level instead of asking for an
informational interview you might decide to write a paper on
leadership. May I interview you about your leadership style?
This is an almost irresistible question.

4. Signature symbol: In this era when we are daily buffeted
with an avalanche of messages and competing demands for our
time, you need a signature symbol. When I arrived at NCIV we
didn’t have one. In the United States, when you do good work in
school, historically teachers gave you a gold star. So I had some
gold star-shaped paperweights made and began a “tradition”
of presenting them to plenary speakers at our conferences.
The tradition caught on and during my 16 years at NCIV we
presented an NCIV Gold Star to Secretary of State Clinton and
other dignitaries as well as to accomplished volunteers across the
United States. What is your brand?

5. Disconnect regularly: We too often equate busyness with
productivity. Despite the demands of technology it is vital to
disconnect. Step back, take stock, and look at the big picture.

I was fortunate to become friends with Senator Fulbright
during the last 15 years of his life. In his book The Price of
Empire, Senator Fulbright wrote: “The only thing that gives
me hope is ... the belief that international relations can be
improved, and the danger of war significantly reduced, by
producing generations of leaders ... who through the experience
of educational exchange, will have acquired some feeling and
understanding of other people’s cultures. It is possible that people
can find ... through intercultural education, the ways and means
of living together in peace.” We share Senator Fulbright’s hope.
It is through the work of NGOs, citizen diplomacy, and exchange
programs, such as the International Visitor Leadership Program,
The Fulbright Program and the JET Program, that we build

global community and move closer to a peaceful world.
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Material conditions

2) Reducing mequalities and poverty

b)) The role of assets and their distribution

c) Business, jobs, and well-being

d) Improving housing and urban infrastructure
Quality of life

a) Improving health condition

b) Investing in education and skills

c) Increasing people’s subjective well-being

d) Building effective and responsive institutions
Gender, life course and societal groups

a) Empowering women

b} Nurturing children

¢) Caring for the elderly

d) Recognizing societal proups and minority rights
Sustainability

a) Achieving environmental sustamnability

b) Lowering vulnerability to disasters and conflicts

c) Strengthening economic sustamnability

d} Social cohesion
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